Using Mentor Texts to Teach Nonfiction Writing to Third Graders
I agree with Vicki Spandel, who says, ''Nothing, absolutely nothingyou will ever do as a teacher will be more powerful than modeling writing in front of your students.
It is vital to the successful teaching of writing." In theory this will always be true, but it was not for me until recently when my practical applications were able to "catch up"
with this perspective on the value ofmodeling.
Teaching nonfiction writing was a challenge for me because I had difficulties demonstrating passion for it to my students. Expectations (GLCEs) expects students to understand.
I believe that this genre(s) of writing is important and students do need to be given opportunities to write from this perspective, but it was still a difficult "sell" for me.
Many people might agree that standing before our classrooms mirrors performing on a stage: it is when we are able to emulate who we are and what we expect, and, in tum, we hope our students "enjoy the show" (as well as learn those GLCE'S!).
My students have been given the opportunity to write in this genre(s) each year, but I wondered why it was not something they looked forward to either. 1\vo believers in the importance of teacher modeling, and who enjoy "putting on a show," we were able to collaboratively provide an eye-opening and uplifting unit to a class of eager learners. We began with two key components: mentor texts and students as authorities on selected topics.
Mentor Texts
The success of teaching nonfiction writing would now stand as tall as the pile of mentor texts I used to teach it Using mentor texts meant giving students opportunities to examine the author's craft and to take risks in trying to import techniques into their own writing, and to deliver information to their audience.
By using mentor texts, students would be exposed to a variety of styles of writing and this paved the way for them to create various forms ( or genres) of nonfiction writing pieces. It was not long before my students relished the idea ofgetting a chance to share information in a "new"
and "fun" way! Suddenly, learning this genre was igniting passion in all ofus, including the opportunities ofchoice.
Authorities on Selected Topics.
Ralph Fletcher talks about having students create "AUTHORity Lists" which showcase topics that each student feels confident in writing about. Some of these topics might include facts learned from a science lesson at school (e.g., the water cycle), or perhaps a lesson learned in life (e.g., being a big sister). The authors celebrate these topics as they bring information to their audiences in creative ways. Therefore, I provided students with the opportunity to compile an AUTHORity List and then searched for texts that would mentor the students as writers--and as readers. 
